Moving an animal from the environmental context in which it has learned a particular task to an entirely different context can reduce performance. We investigated the effect of switching environmental contexts on the ability of adult laboratory rats, Rattus norvegicus, to recognize and habituate to repeated presentations of juvenile conspecifics. Adults were exposed to juveniles for four periods of 5 min, separated by a 15-min interval. Rats either received all four exposures in the same context, or the first three in one context and the fourth in a different context. Half the rats in this latter group were familiarized with both contexts prior to testing, the other half had no experience of either. In all groups, the adults reduced their investigation of the juveniles over the three initial exposures. Mild aggression increased over the same period for the context-unfamiliar rats. A significant reduction in investigation by these rats between the third and fourth exposures, when the context was changed, suggested that the context switch further increased habituation to the juveniles. However, the context-familiar rats showed no such change, indicating that the changes observed for the context-unfamiliar rats were due to the effect of context novelty. This was supported by the finding that, during the first exposure, contextfamiliar adults investigated juveniles more and were more aggressive than those for which the contexts were novel. These results suggest that familiar contextual cues play only a minor role in the short-term social memory of laboratory rats.
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There is increasing evidence that the environmental context in which an experiment takes place can have a substantial influence on the learning and memory of the subjects involved (e.g. Spear 1973; Bouton & Peck 1989; Bouton & Swartzentruber 1989) . Contextual cues play an important role in the ability of humans to recall previously learnt information, with information more accurately recalled if the test context is the same as that for training (e.g. Gordon & Klein 1994). The evidence for context specificity in nonhuman animals has often been contradictory, however, and this has resulted in a more confused picture of how environmental context may influence memory formation, retention and recall (e.g. Marlin & Miller 1981; Evans & Hammond 1983) . Nevertheless, if contextual cues play a role in nonhuman animal memory, then this could have important consequences for animal welfare. If both external (e.g. Rodriguez et al. 1993 ) and internal (e.g. Holloway & Wansley 1973) contextual cues are able to influence animal learning and memory, then aspects of animal memory may be disturbed by routine husbandry procedures. For example, the mixing of familiar conspecifics in the novel context of an unfamiliar pen may lead to a failure of social recognition, and subsequent inappropriate aggression. It is, therefore, of both fundamental and applied interest to investigate the influence of context specificity on animal learning and memory.
Social memory, the ability to form, retain and refer to information related to a conspecific, is a key area for trying to determine if, and to what extent, contextual cues might be involved. For instance, in social memory and recognition research there may be difficulties in determining whether a subject is recognizing an individual conspecific independently of the context in which that individual has been introduced (e.g. Falls & Brooks 1975; Snowdon & Cleveland 1979; Waas & Colgan 1994) . To investigate this issue we used a social recognition test based on a natural propensity of laboratory rats, Rattus norvegicus, to investigate other individuals. In this test the duration of investigation of a conspecific declines with the repeated presentation of that conspecific to the subject animal (e.g. Sekiguchi et al. 1991 ). This habituation is taken as an indication that the conspecific is recognized,
